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ABSTRACT 



This thesis examines the political behavior of weak states in crises 
through a detailed case study of the recent North Korean nuclear crisis. In the 
early 1990s, North Korea initiated a political challenge that threatened both U.S. 
nonproliferation and South Korean defense interests. North Korea manipulated 
the shared risks of the ensuing crisis to achieve political objectives rather than 
military victory, which was unobtainable due to U.S. and South Korean defense 
efforts. It is puzzling how a small state, such as North Korea, could nevertheless 
successfully challenge more powerful states and not be punished. Indeed, North 
Korea was rewarded for its challenge. Asymmetric conflict theory states that a 
weaker state, even after assessing its disadvantages vis-a-vis an opponent, can 
successfully challenge stronger adversaries to political and strategic advantage. 
In the North Korean nuclear crisis, its limited aims/fait accompli strategy — 
namely, developing nuclear weapons and gaining economic benefits from the 
West — and changing domestic politics were the driving force behind its 
challenge. The findings of this study provide some theoretical insights as well as 
policy implications for the United States and South Korea in their policy toward 
North Korean nuclear behavior. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



North Korea has long proclaimed its right to use force to unify the Korean 
Peninsula. The United States and South Korea successfully have deterred war 
initiation by Pyongyang. However, the U.S. -South Korean deterrent posture 
maintaining military superiority and a credible retaliatory threat — has failed to 
deter North Korea's manipulation of the shared risk of a military crisis in order to 
make significant political gains. The recent North Korean nuclear crisis is a clear 
example of such a case. North Korea's latent nuclear capability endangered U.S. 
and South Korean interests in global nonproliferation and regional stability. 
After a lengthy period of negotiations. North Korea was able to use its nuclear 
program as leverage to wrench economic concessions from the West. This thesis 
examines how a small state, such as North Korea, could outmaneuver much 
stronger states in a crisis. 

This thesis surveys theoretical arguments about the behavior of weaker 
states in crises, and then provides a detailed examination of North Korea's 
motivations for its initiation of the nuclear crisis. Balance of power and power 
transition theories imply that a preponderance of power or even power parity will 
prevent challenges from weaker states. Deterrence theory also suggests that a 
state will not initiate a crisis that it foresees losing. It assumes that policies that 
are potent enough to deter military attacks would certainly be potent enough to 
deter lesser threats. Thus these theories regard the weaker state's offensive 
challenge as a rare occurrence. 

The theory of asymmetric conflicts implies that a weaker state, even after 
correctly assessing its disadvantages compared to its opponent, may challenge 
stronger adversaries — not for military victory but for political advantage. Its 
choices are made within the realm of rational calculations. There are five critical 
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variables that affect these choices. They are (1) limited aims/fait accompli 
strategy, (2) offensive or deterrent capability, (3) great power support, (4) 
domestic power structure, and (5) the degree of coercive pressure from stronger 
opponents. 

The key motivations for North Korea's political challenge were its belief in 
the success of a limited aims/ fait accompli strategy — namely, developing nuclear 
weapons secretly, and then gaining economic benefits from the West. Declining 
economic, military, and diplomatic assets greatly aggravated North Korea's 
domestic political difficulties and the legitimacy of its leadership and governing 
regime. The development of nuclear weapons and the pursuit of economic aid 
from the West were means of promoting the legitimacy of the North Korean 
leadership and the regime. Its domestic situation, therefore, induced North 
Korea's initiation of the nuclear crisis. Its offensive and deterrent capability and 
China's support also influenced North Korea’s calculations regarding crisis 
initiation. External threat had less influence. While the U.S. nuclear threat was the 
most important motivation for North Korea's nuclear weapons program, the real 
threats have not come from the external but from the internal arena at least since 
the 1980s. International pressures (including economic sanctions) to accept 
IAEA inspections were not the causes of the nuclear crisis, but were responses 
to North Korea's crisis initiation. 

The findings of this study have limited applications. For a more 
generalized understanding of North Korean political challenges, one would need 
to compare the results of this study with other crises, such as the Pueblo 
incident in 1968, the downing of the EC- 121 aircraft, or the recent violation by 
North Korea of the armistice, and the related military incursions. This study, 
however, does provide some valuable lessons. Both the United States and South 
Korea need to develop a policy that shows their united firmness, while not 



encouraging the North to perceive new threats. Next, the understanding of 
motivations can guide the formulation of effective policy toward political 
challenges. Once a policy is chosen, it should be employed in the early stage of 
the crisis, because the motivations of a political challenger may change, and its 
demands for concessions from the defender may also increase. Finally, 
multilateral cooperation is an important factor in employing a policy against 
political challenges. It is especially important to have one country's leadership in 
forming a united front against the challenger. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



This thesis explains the motivations for recent political challenges by North 
Korea, a small state, against the United States and South Korea, an alliance of much 
stronger states. During the North Korean nuclear crisis, Pyongyang's recalcitrant 
bargaining posture toward the United States and South Korea inspired questions about 
how a weaker state could challenge a stronger state, even when such a challenge would 
provoke a serious crisis that could endanger the very existence of the weaker state. 

This study examines the phenomenon of "asymmetric conflict," that is, "a conflict 
involving two states with unequal overall military and economic power resources ." 1 The 
theory of asymmetric conflict implies that a weaker state, inferior in overall economic and 
military capabilities, can successfully initiate conflict against much stronger powers under 
certain conditions. The objective of this thesis is to identify the conditions and variables 
that help explain the North Korean nuclear crisis, a case in which a weaker state 
successfully challenged stronger states in political terms and was not punished by the 
stronger states. 



A. BACKGROUND 

Although there is a vast literature on war between nations, there have been few 
attempts to define and theorize asymmetric conflicts The major literature on the behavior 



J Paul, T. V., Asymmetric Conflicts: War Initiation by Weaker Powers (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 20. An initiator of political challenge is a nation that makes a conscious decision 
to produce a crisis and manipulates the shared risk of escalation into a more serious crisis or even war. This 
study defines international conflict as “any interaction delimited in time and space, involving two or more 
international entities (whether states or transnational actors) which possess non-identical preference 
orderings over one or most sets of alternative choices. “ This definition of international conflicts 
encompasses some specific types of international conflict such as crisis, war, and protracted social conflict. 
Patrick James, Crisis and War (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1988). 5. 
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of states in international relations regards self-determined, offensive challenges from 
weaker states against stronger states as unusual, if not impossible. As Thucydides put it 
2,400 years ago, 

... right, as the world goes, is only in question between equals in powers, 
while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must. 2 

Thus small states, because of their lack of power, have only had defensive ambitions, or 
have been unable to achieve their political goals vis-a-vis most other states. 3 

In reality, weak states often challenge stronger states. In the case of disputes over 
fishing, Iceland and Peru have successfully resisted British and American pressures. 
North Korea challenged the United States with impunity in the Pueblo incident, and 
Serbia risked the wrath of Austria before World War I. 4 T. V. Paul argues that, in the 
context of military-economic asymmetry between two antagonistic states, the weaker 
state can challenge and initiate war against the stronger state. 5 In most cases, weaker 
states challenge stronger states for political advantage, rather than for military victory 

The North Korean nuclear crisis is a typical example of a political challenge 
initiated by a weaker state. Since 1989, when U.S. intelligence discovered disturbing signs 
that North Korea's nuclear bomb program was seriously progressing, an impending 
nuclear crisis overshadowed the Korean peninsula, especially when North Korea declared 

2 Thucydides. The History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. Richard Crowley (New York: E. P. 
Dutton, 1950), Book V, Chap. 17. 

3 Thontas Fleiner, Die Kleinstaaten in den Staatenverbinduneen des Zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts (Zurich: 
Polygraphischer Verlag, 1966), 27; Raymond Aron, Peace and War, trans. Richard Howard and Annette 
Baker Fox (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1967). 83; cited in Michael Handel. Weak States in the 
International System (London: Frank Cass, 1981), 37. 

4 Handel. Weak States in the International System. 39. 

5 Paul, Asymmetric Conflicts. 35. 
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